BROKEN PROMISES: 


An Analysis of Charter School Closures 
From 1999-2017 


Special thanks tothe following 


NPE Executive Diecto, Carol Burris who le the development ofthe report and sits co-au- 
thor. 


Education policy researcher Ryan Pfleger, Ph.D, is a co-author wha also analyzed the clo 
sure of charter sehools using the Deparment of Education's Common Core of Data (CCD), 
which served asthe bass forthe findings in this report. 


NPE Communications irector, Darcie Cimarusti, who formatted all ofthe tables and graph- 
icsin the report, ands responsible forts layout and design. Cimarust along with NPE's 
‘Grassroots Network Coordinator, Marlakilfoyle assisted with research to determine the rea. 
sons charter schools close, 


‘We wouldalso like to thank: 


Leigh Dingerson for hr skilled and careful editing ofthe report, as well as her advice regard- 
ing structure and content 


‘This report would not have been possible without the effort and commitment of the Board 
‘of Directors of the Network for Public Education (NPE}, with special thanks to Diane Ravitch, 
President of NPE. Diane generously gave her support, guidance and advice throughout the 
weting ofthis report, 


Finally, thank you to al of our generous donors who make our work in support of public ed- 
ucation possible. This report was funded by the Lannan Foundation along witha matching 
{grant from Play it Forward, a donor advised fund. No outside organization contributed to, 
reviewed or influenced the findings of ths report. 


‘carol Burrs isthe Executive Director ofthe Network for Public Education. Carol served as 
principal of South Side High School in Rockuille Centre, NY from 2000 to 2015. She received 
her doctorate from Teachers College, Columbia Univesity in 2003, In 2010, she Was recog 
nized by the New York School Administrators Association as thelr Outstanding Educator af 
‘the Year and in 2013 she was again recognized by NASSP asthe New York State High School 
Principal ofthe Year. Carol has co-authored three books on educational equity, and served as 
a consultant on desegregation cases for the U.S. Department of Justice. 


Ryan Pfleger founded Ambitious Analytics Labs in 2018, drawing on his work with Harvard 
University's Strategic Data Project and Newark Public Schools. He specializes in using re 
‘search toilluminate and reduce social, economic, and educational inequities. Pfleger earned. 
‘Pho. in Educational Foundations, Policy, and Practice from the University of Colorado, 
Boulder 


“The Network for Public Education (NPE) is an advocacy group whose mission isto pre- 
serve, promote, improve and strengthen public schools for both current and future gen- 
erations of students. The goal of NPE i to connect ll those who are passionate about aur 
‘schools - students, parents, teachers and citizens We share information and research on 
vital issues that concer the future of public education at atime when itis under attack, For 
‘mare information, please visit our website at wuw.networkforpubliceducation.org 


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY. 
INTRODUCTION: 
OVERVIEW OF THE ANALYSIS 
FINDINGS BY COHORT. 

‘STUDENTS DISPLACED BY CLOSED CHARTERS 
GEOGRAPHIC DISPERSION OF CHARTER CLOSURES 
CONCLUSION .... 
NEEDED ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 
‘APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY... 
‘APPENDIX B: METHODOLO! 
‘APPENDIX C: ADDITIONAL DATA TABLES. 
ENDNOTES 


este Prom ia Chart Se 


Charter schools began in the 1980s as an ex. 
perimental alternative to public schools. To- 
day charter schools are a multi-billion dal- 
lar sector composed of both nonprofit and 
for-profit corporations that embrace the 
philosophy of the marketplace. The surviv- 
A of charter schools, much like the survival 
‘of small businesses, depends on their ability 
to out-compete other schools and to attract 
new customers. Unlike businesses, howev- 
er public tax dollars are used to pay charter 
‘operators who personally assume litle finan- 
al risk. The public places bets on schools in 
a marketplace model. Too often, itis losing 
‘eamble, 


Supporters of charters see school failure asa 
natural feature ofthe model. They argue that 
‘schools do not al atthe rate of private start- 
Uupsand consider that tobe a success, Howev- 
cr, there has been, to this point, no compre 
hensive attempt ta track charter closure rates 
‘overtime, and so the true failure ate of char 


ter schools along with the costs to students 
who are displaced when the school closes, 
was unknown, 


‘THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 


This report provides the first comprehen- 
sive examination of charter failure rates over 
time—beginning in 1999 and ending in 2017. 
£2 following all charter schools, frm the year 
they opened, we were able to determine how 
long they lasted before losing down, We also 
determined how many students have been 
displaced by failing charter schools. Finally, 
we conducted a geographic analysis focused 
fon three of America’s poorest cities to dete. 
mine where closures are concentrated, 


OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS 


The US. Department of Education's Com 
‘mon Core of Data (CCD) isthe primary data- 


base on elementary and secondary educa- 
tion in the United States Using the CCD data, 
we analyzed cohorts of schools—schools that 
‘opened inthe same year—over time. Unique 
school identifies, school-type designations, 
‘and enrollment data allowed us to determine 
the fallurerates for cohorts of charter schools 
‘atthe the, five, ten, and in some eases, the 
fiteen-year mark. 


Enrollment data in the year before charters 
elosed allowed us to determine haw many 
students were displaced. To analyze the re- 
lationship between poverty and charter clo- 
‘sures, we used tract-level poverty estimates 
from the U.S. Census American Community 
Survey for three of Americas poorest cities: 
Detroit, Michigan; Tueson, arizona; and Mil- 
waukee, Wisconsin, Al theee are cities with 
substantial numbers of failed charters. Com- 
bining the addresses of failed schools with 
tractlevel poverty data, we were able to de- 
termine in which neighborhoods, by income, 
closures were mos likely to occu. 


Wie found charter clasure rates to be alarm- 
ingly high, rsing to 50 percent by the 15-year 
mark. 


+ Closuresduring the first three years: Our 
‘examination of 17 cohorts from 1988 to 
2014 found that 18 percent (1,557 of 413) 
‘of charters closed by the three-year mark 
‘large proportion af failures occurred by 
the completion of the first year. 


+ Closures in subsequent years: By the 
five-year mark, the closure rate increased 


ta more than one in four charter schools 
By year ten, 40 percent of charter schools 
had closed. In the available data, five co- 
horts of charter schools reached the fi 
teen-year mark. At year 15, one in two of 
those schools were gone. Failure rates 
ranged from 47 percent to.54 percent, 


‘Students displaced by charter closures: 
Between 1999 and 2017, over 867,000 stu- 
dents were displaced when their charter 
school closed. Its reasonable to assume 
that if more current data were available, 
a well as data from 1995-1998, we would 
find more than one milion students have 
found themselves emptying their lockers 
for the last time—somatimes in the middle 
(of a school year—as their school shutters 
Its door for good, 


Closures in high-poverty areas: In three 
of the poorest cities in America—Detoit, 
Tueson, and Milwaukee-the rate of char: 
ter closures was higher in areas with great- 
terthan 30 percent of households in pover- 
ty than in areas with ess than 20 percent, 
‘The gap was largest in Milwaukee68 per- 
cent vs. 54 percent. 


States with a large charter sector and 
large failure rate: Wisconsin, arizona and 
Florida had thetopfallureratesat both the 
five-year and ten-year mark. Ohio was in 
the top five at both benehmark years. Our 
animated map shows the rapid growth 
land geographic dispersion of charter clo- 
ses fram 1999-2017. 


a IN THE CONTEXT OF CHAR- 
TER FAILURE 


Federal, state, and local governments should 
implement a moratorium on the opening 
‘of new charter schools, as recommended 
by the NAACP and the Movement for Black 
Lives. The high odds of charter schoo failure, 
‘combined with the fiscal canstainte we face 
‘due to an economic downtum and the novel 
‘coronavirus pandemic, means it is too risky 
for tax dollars to continue to flow into the 
chatter sector, Earlier calls for a moratorium 
were based in a desi for democratic can- 
tral of public schools, the frequency of fraud 
‘and mismanagement, a lack of transparency, 
‘a growing awareness of racial and economic 
inequalities in charter schooling, the draining 
‘of funds fram district public schools, and the 
instability that charter competition creates 
in communities. The new findings on charter 
failure inthis report further substantiate the 
need fora moratorium. Although some char- 
ters shine, the sector has a systemic failure 
problem and unless and until such problems 
fare corrected, it should not expand. Funding 
“should instead be dedicated to improving our 
neighborhood public schools—systems that, 
hawever challenged, are the backbone of our 
historic commitment to serving every child 
with a free, public education. 


“Lam a parent of Mary D. Coghill [Charter School}. For the last three 
‘years have had to place my kids at different schools each year because 
the schools keep closing. My child was attending MCPA, that school 
closed. He then went to Medard Nelson, that school closed. Now, he is 
‘at Coghill and y'all are trying to close that school. | am tired of moving 


my child every year because y'all are closing schoo! 


‘Those are the words of Coghill parent Elou- 
Ise Matthews, n a statement to the Orleans 
Parish School Board and its Superintendent 
Henderson Lewis, Jt In December of 2019, 
Ms. Matthews leamed that ence again, the 
charter school her son attended was going to 
lose unless a new operator could be found 
torunit: 


For Matthews, the option of having her son 
attend a neighborhood public school that i= 
a permanent, integral part of the community 
Is gone. Ina city where charters are now the 
‘only non-private schools, “choice” has be- 


come synonymous with school closure and 
churn 


Because every school in New Orleans is now 
a charter school itis likely this instability will 
continue in the Coghill family’ life, as it has 
Inthe lives of other New Orleans ehildeen.? 
‘New Orleans presently has about 80 charter 
ool un by 28 different private, unelect- 
fed boards. While the total number af schools 
Inthe city may be relatively stable, individual 
schools are not 


CCharter churn is baked into the New Oxle- 


‘ans model-mare than 35 charter schools in 
the city shut down between 2006, the year 
following Hurricane Katrina, and 2017. Sur- 
viving schools are frequently taken over by 
new operators, who offen have a very differ- 
lent mission and vision for the school. The 
days of stable schools rooted in New Orleans’ 
‘communities and governed by local elected 
boards ate gone. Charters appear, and then 
they are gone. The promise of better apport 
nities for local children has become a pram- 
ise broken over and over agin. 


New Orleans is fat from the only city with 
‘chatter churn, Between 1998 and 2015, more 
than 9,000 charter schools in the United 
States opened and enrolled students, Howev- 
‘et, more than 3,700 of those schools closed 
Of the 606 charters that began serving stu 
dents in 1998, only 256 (42 percent) were till 
‘open in 2017. 


And yet the charter school experiment can- 
tinues, even asclosuresdisplacetens of thou- 
sands of students every year. 


AHIGH-COST EXPERIMENT 


For the past twenty-eight years, our na- 
tion has promoted and invested In charter 
schools as a privately governed alternative to 
neighborhood public schools. The frst chat- 
ter school opened in Minnesota in 1982 as a 
district-sanctioned alternative school. Since 
then, the number of charter schaals has ex: 
ploded, Small, independent charter schools 
how compete with giant for-profit online 
chatter schools and national charter chains, 
Although there are competing accounts of 


what drove charter school expansion, today 
itis a mult-illon dollar industry composed 
‘ofboth nonprofit and for profitactors. The in- 
dustry is built on a model that views closure 
‘as a natural process in a competitive market- 
place. 


‘The federal government is complicit in this 
development. Over $4 billion has been doled 
cut by a USS. Department of Education pro- 
fram (the Charter Schools Program, or CSP) 
to create and expand charter schools. Nearly 
45 percent of charter schools that are opera 
tional today received federal start-up funds 
from the CSP. As NPE has reported, approx- 
mately one billion ofthat four billion dollar 
Investment was given to schools that never 
‘opened, as well as to many that opened and 
then closed.” According to Secretary of Edu- 
cation, Betsy Devos, of the over 5,000 charter 
schools that received federal startup funds 
since 2001, 12 percent (624) never opened 
and are unlikely to do so. When combining 
schools that closed with those that never 
‘opened, the fallue rate for CSP-funded char. 
ter schools exceeds 40 percent” 


‘The large and growing number of charter 
schools that fll raises questions about the 
stabilty and efficacy of the charter sector. 
What Is the expected life-cycle of a charter 
school? When a parent enrolls their kinder- 
gartner, whatsthe probability that theschool 
will be there until they graduate to the next 
level of schooling? How many students are 
displaced when charter schools clase? Which 
nelghbothoods are most affected? Why da so 
‘many charter schools fail? Is this merely the 
result of “accountability” based on academ- 
lc performance, or are charter schoo! failures 


Inherent in the competitive, market-based 
model? 


‘Tobegin developing evidence-based answers 
to these questions, the Network for Public 
Education asked education policy research 
fer Ryan ileger, Ph.D, 

to analyze the closure 
‘of charter schools using 
the Department of Edu- 
‘ation’s Comman Core of, 
ata (CCD), the primary 
‘database on non-private 
‘lementary and second- 
ary education in the Unit 
fed States. The CCD is a 
massive database that in- 
‘cludes detailed informa- 
tion on both charter and 
public schools 


“To better understand the 
‘extent of charter churn, 
we analyzed cohorts of 
schools-schaols that 
‘opened inthe same 
year-over time, Using 
Unique school identifiers 
as well as enrollment data, Or. Plleger probed 
the CCD database from 1998-2017 to deter 
mine the failure rates for cohorts of schools 
atthe three, five, ten, and in some eases, the 
fikeen-year mark, That analysis revealed a 
substantial and stable failure eate of charter 
schools, 


Within five years, the same time that it takes 
‘an elementary student to progress fram kin- 
‘dergartento Sth grade, 27 percent of charters 
shut down. Forty percent failed by year ten, 
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In light of this report's 
findings, policymakers 
must decide whether tax 
dollars should continue 
to flow into the creation 
‘of more charter schools, 
given the certainty that 
‘many of these schools, 

will fail. OF, 

funding could instead be 
dedicated to shoring up 
and reviving our public 
‘schools—systems that, 

‘however challenged, 

are the backbone of our 
historic commitment to 

serving every child with a 
free, public education. 


And half of all charter schools falled by the fif- 
teen-year mark 


Examining the enrallment figures fr the year 
beforethesecharterschoolsclosed, Dr, Plager 
determined that more than 867,000 students 

were displaced by char- 
ter school failure from 
41999-2017, Our analysis 
of charter closures across 
two decades finds strong, 
evidence that the char 
ter sector has a systemic 
problem: charter schools 
‘often fail to consistently 
serve communities be- 
cause thelr existence is 
often short-lived, 


ited 


Startled by these findings, 
wedecidedto takes clos. 
erlook. We elected three 
‘of America’s poorest cities 
that have a mature char- 
ter sector in order to an- 
alyze where closures oc- 
cur as well asthe reasons 
that schools shut down, 
We found that closures were disproportion 
ately more likely to occur in the poorest parts 
of cles, n census tracts where poverty rates 
‘exceed 30 percent. We also found that the rea- 
sons for closures went far beyond academic 
accountability, with schools shutting down 
for multiple reasons including mismanage- 
‘ment and fraud, These closures sometimes 
‘cur abruptly, leaving families scrambling to 
find @ new school far their child, at times in 
the middle ofthe school year. 


a NEW DIRECTION? 


[As our nation ance again finds itself in severe 
‘econamic distress this timerelated toa glab- 
al pandemic, we are ata crossroads. Public 
‘schools will experience deep cuts in funding 
‘over the coming years. Inlight ofthis reports 
findings, policymakers must decide wheth- 
fer tax dollars should continue to flow into 
the creation of more charter schools, given 
the certainty that many ofthese schools will 
{all OF, limited funding could instead be ded- 
icated to shoring up and reviving our public 
schools—systems that, however challenged, 
are the backbone of our histarie commitment 
toserving every child with a free, publicedu- 
‘ation. 


Itisals eitical thatwe acknowledge nwhich 
‘communities the pain ofbroken promiseshas 
been most acutely felt. We have engaged in 
decades of neglect and inequity in the fund- 
ing and stewardship of public schools in our 
most impoverished neighborhoods. Rather 
‘than invest in local public schools, with more 
‘experienced teachers, technology, and wrap- 
‘around services for students and communi- 
ties, we instead have shifted the burden to 
families lke the Matthews, forcing them to 
‘engage in a nomadic journey of "choice," re 
locating fram ane school to anther. 


‘The U.S. Department of Education's Com- 
‘man Core of Data (CCD) is the mast compre- 
hensive and rigorously collected database of 
public elementary and secondary schools in 
the United States, including schools in Puerto 
Reo. Charter school designations appear in 
that database beginning in 1998, 


‘We used enrollment numbers as an indicator 
‘af school status. In shot, fa sehool report: 
‘ed no enrollment, then we eategorzed it as 
‘closed, Thisis bated on several assumptions 
and fats, 


We did nat include schools that were listed 
inthe CCD as “open for a number of years 
without ever showing any enrolled students, 
By including only schools that show actual 
enrollment, we eliminated the possibility of 
‘counting schoals a closed when infact, they 
never opened at al 


Because enrollment determines school fund- 
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Ing, staffing levels and more, we made the 
assumption that enrollment numbers are not 
systematically underreported by schools, In 
rare cases in which schools fal to report ac- 
tual enrollment, we could wrongly assume 
these schools had closed, which would aver 
estimate clasure rates. 


‘The reverse is also true. Ifa charter school 
closes before the date it reports enrollment, 
that school would not be reported as closed, 
resulting in an underestimation of closures, 


In total, more than 2 milion records of enroll- 
‘ment and charter status were reviewed. 


‘This report provides @ comprehensive exam 
Ination af charter closures by exploring the 
charters’ longevity within cohorts based on 
the year the school first reported enrollment. 
We examined how long schools remained 
‘open by conducting separate analyses of co- 
horts at the 3.,5-,10- and 15.year marks. We 


used CCD data to estimate the number of tu- ed States. Finally, we compared failure rates 
dents who were displaced by these closures, across states with the largest charter sectors. 
We also examined the association between Appendices atthe end ofthis report provide 
poverty and charter closures by focusing definitions of key concepts, our methodology, 
fon three of the poorest cities in the Unit- and detalled data tables. 


THE CONFUSING (AND INACCURATE) SCHOOL COUNT OF CHARTERS 
BY THE NATIONAL ALLIANCE FOR PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS 
Eieo/ges the National lance for Public charts Sehole INAPCS) reports on 
the number of charter schools that opened and closed. We decided to compare 
‘ur numbers to their We Used as our source a 2019 Bellweather report entitled 
‘The State ofthe Charter Moversent that has a summary slide on page Ll of charter 
‘openings and closings by year. Belweather states that ts source was NAPCS. 


‘Below isa comparison between the Bellweather's numbers and ours. 
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Because we used enrollment numbers to determine when a school opened and 
closed, we expected to see differences between our numbers and Bellweather's. 
[APCS is vague about the criteria they use and when they collet data from state 
‘education departments and charter organizations that serve as their sources. 


Even so, we were surprised by the significant difference between our 2015 num- 
bers and Bellweather's We, therefore, searched for the 2015 NAPCS report, which 
you can read here 

According to NAPCS, 404 (not 454) charter schools opened, and 272 (nat 193) 
Closed-rlumbers much closer to aurs. We noticed other substantial differences 
mong NACPS and the. 2018 Bellweather report, as well as majardiserepances 
‘between the 2015 and 2019 Bellweather reports fr example, in thelr 2019 0 
Belveathr datmed 253 schools closed in 2013 and 23 closed fn S014, ha 
2013 enar, however, they report 278 closures in 2013 and 252 in 2014 

Because Bellweather uses NAPCS ast source, the numbers in all reports should 
align. They don't We believe the best source of data for school openings and clos 
‘ngs is the Common Care of Data of the US, Department of duestion, 


charter school advocacy groups such as the 
National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 
publish estimates of the number of charter 
Schools that open and close each year." Their 
tallies, however, do not provide insight into 
the rate of charter closures overtime, Charter 
advocates dedge the question of whether par- 
tents who enrall their child in a charter school 
‘ean depend on that school’s existence until 
graduation, While the fate of any particular 
school can't be predicted in advance—espe- 
cially given the charter sectors lack of trans- 
parency in governance and finance—knowing. 
the odds ofthe probable life-cycle of charter 
schools can help parents and policymak- 
fers understand how reliably charter schools 
serve communities. uch knowledge can also 
inform taxpayers who make a substantial in- 
vestment of public dollars whenever a new 
school opens. That investment no langer pro- 
Vides a return f that schol al 


We decided to examine the question of clo- 
sure in much the same way that we now ex- 
Amine high school and college graduation 
rates, We no longer lodk at a senior class and 
compute the percentage of those who gradu- 
ate in given yea. This previously used met- 
ric has been widely discredited as giving a 
false pictureofsuccess. Instead, education re- 
searchers now look ateaharts of students en- 
tering a school and determine fou, five, and 
leven six-year graduation rates as part of the 
data we share about the success (or failure) of 
‘American high schools and colleges. 


ur analysis of charter schools takes a simi 
lar approach. We compared cohorts af char- 
ter schools that opened during the same year 
to determine what percentage survived to 
benchmark years. Cohorts after 2014 are ex 
cluded because not enough time has elapsed 
Inthose cohorts to determine even 3-year clo- 
sure ates with the available data, 


‘To extend the analogy, we are looking fa the 
dropouts" and determining when they left 
We chose three, five, ten, and feen as our 
benchmark years. 


‘This section summarizes charter school clo- 
ures within and acrossthe cohorts afschoals 


CLOSURES DURING THE FIRST 3 YEARS 


Charter Schools Closed 
During the First Three Years 
1,667 out of 9413 
19% 

Number of Cohorts Analyzed! 17 


‘gure. The proportin charter seh that ale within 3 years 


Failed Within Three Years 


that“enter" the charter marketina given year 
‘The fits year a school reported enrollment 
determines its cohort. A school was marked 
closed when it subsequently reported no en- 
rollment (see Appendix A for additional de- 
tals) 


ur examination of 17 caharts fram 1998 to 
2014 found that 18 percent (1,570 of 413) of 
charters closed by the three-year mark. 


A startling number of these schools clased 


very quiekly: 658 (40 percent) closed within 


fone year. S20 Table 4 in Appendix C for addi- 
tional detail 


evening 


Fike Rate 
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Cohort ty eer af ering 


CLOSURES DURING THE FIRST 5 YEARS 


By the five-year mark, more than ane in four 


Charter Schools Closed charter schouishad clase. The chert lo- 
During the First Five Years sureratejumped 9 percentage points to27 
2257 out of 8224 percent 
Freres analyeed:1s ff Aros the cohorts, the closure rate ranged 
Number of Cohorts Analyzed:15 | Aet0is the cohorts, the closure rate ran 
sic i from 24 percent to 32 percent (see Fig.2) The 


rates were fairly stable over the 15 cohorts we 
examined. The five-year fallure rate for the 
first cohort (1998) was 28 percent, The rate fr the final eahart (2012) was 27 percent. Adal 
tional details are provided in 2ppendix 

Figure 2 The propetion a charter shan tht ale within years of opening 


Failed Within Five Years 
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Conor: by Year a Openings 
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CLOSURES DURING THE FIRST 10 YEARS 


Charter Schools Closed 8 the ten-year mark, 40 percent of charter 
During the First Ten Years | schoolshad closed 
Sout of 
ee, 40% Ean ‘Schools that opened in 1999 had the highest 


rate of closure 45 percent) within ten years or 
fewer, and those that began in 2005 had the 
lowest closure rate—35 percent. 


Number of Cohorts Analyzed: 10 


‘See Fig. 3. Aditional detalls are provided in Appendix. 


Figure 2. The propertion of charter ston tht ald within years of pening 


Failed Within Ten Years 
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Conor by Vear a Opening 


ANEW SCHOOL'S EARLIEST YEARS ARE 
THE RISKIEST 


[A majority of charter schools (59 percent) 
that fled by their tenth year failed early on, 
during years ane through four (see Fig. 4. 
‘Thirty-six percent of fallues occurred during 
the fist two years. This finding has enormous 
implications for families who decide to enroll 
theie children in a charter school soan after 
it opens. Charter schools are at a high risk 
‘of closing in the early years, thus ineeasing 
the probability thata family wil be forced to 
search for ancther school before their child 
‘completes the inal grade level in that school 


‘gare. fur aceraddcing the rat tan years 


When Failure Occurred: First Ten Years 
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Although school closures increase with age, 
the majority of closures happen during the 
early years ofthe charter school's existence. 
Even hen we examine out othe fiteen-year 
mark, early closures sil comprise the ma- 
jority, although some closures occur even 15 
years after opening. 


In all cases, closures continued aver time 
but appeared to became less probable. Yet, 
by the end of fiteen years, half ofall charter 
schools are gone, For those few cahorts for 
which there are CCD data that exceed the i= 
ten-year mark, we observed that the failures 
continue. For example, of the 606 charters 
that began serving students in 1999, only 256 
(42 percent are still open today. 


# Vearsand 4 


CLOSURES DURING THE FIRST 15 YEARS: 


Charter Schools Closed 
During the First Fifteen Years 
11520 out of 3038 
50% 

Number of Cohorts Analyzed: 5 


Flew 


Five cohorts of charter schools (1998-2002) 
reached the fifteen-year mark by 2017. At year 
415, one in two of those schools was gone, 


Fallure rates by the 15-year mark ranged from 
47 percent to 54 percent (see Fig. 5). 


Th progorUan of charter Schaal st fled win 1 yeast opening 


Failed Within Fifteen Years 
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[Cohort by Veat af Opening 


‘STABILITY OF CLOSURE RATES ACROSS: 
COHORTS 


Fallure rates were relatively stable across co- 
harts (see Fig 6) Given the maturity of the 
‘sector, the growing financial support for char- 
terschools from both philanthropists and the 
federal government, as well asthe expansion 
‘of large, well-funded chains, we thought that 


we would see substantial gainsin longevity in 
more recent years. We did not. The evidence 
reviewed suggests charter failure rates stay 
Within a tight range across cohorts. The ex- 
ception is the three-year failure rate, which 
appears to show some modest improvement 
In recent years compared to the frst eight 
years. 


CLOSURES INCREASE AS SCHOOLS AGE 
‘WITHIN COHORTS 


Figure § below includes closure rates by co- 
hart fo ll four ofthe timeframes examined. 
Looking down the panels, wesee the percent- 
‘ages of closed charter schools increases as 
‘each cohort ages. For example, consider the 


448 charter schools that opened in 2000, After 
three years, 20 percent were clase (n = 85), 
but affer 15 years approximately 50 percent 
were closed (n=230) 


Figure 6 allows the reader to see at a glance 
the percentages of closed charter schools in 
teach cohort as charters age. 


gure 6 Charter Fale Rates ess Cohorts 198-201) 
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‘On a Thursday moming In September of 
2014, parents dropped their children off at 
the Concrete Roses STEM Academy charter 
school in Charltte, North Carolina, Families 
were handed a notice that the schoo! would 
lose the very nest day. The school had 
claimed (and was funded for) an enrollment 
‘of 200 students although actual enrollment 
was only 126. That misrepresentationresult- 
fed in the school facing financial disciplinary 
‘charges, which meant that they would no 
longer receive funding and thus could not re- 
main open 


Concrete Roses STEM Academy was open for 
‘only ane month. Parents wiho had spent hun- 
‘dreds of dollars on school uniforms and sup- 
plies, and studentswhe had begunta develop 
felationships with teachers had to scramble 
to find anew school avernight. 


Ashé Preparatory Academy in Seattle also 
closed one month after opening, stranding 


40 elementary school children. Teachers 
had quitandhadjust stopped coming to work. 
‘The charter school founder was disappointed 
her “dream” did not wrk out. Her "dream" 
became a nightmare for the 140 youngsters 
who had to start over by finding anew school 
after the semester had started, 


In Tennessee, Nashilles New Vision Acade 

ny Charter School abruptly closed mid-year 
amid safety violations, overcrowding, and f- 
hancialisues. The schoo facility, which was 
attached to the Olive Branch Baptist Church, 
never hadan occupancy permit. One hundred 
fifty-eight students scrambled to find a new 
school, 


Abrupt closures are not only limited to inde- 
pendent charterschools.Inprilof 2020, KIPP, 
the nation’s largest charter chain, announced 
the closing of twa of its Memphis schools, 
displacing over 650 students. David Petite 
a KIPP elementary school volunteer wrote a 


blistering op ed for the Daily Memphian. “In 
reality, KI gave up. They gave up on their 
students, families, faculty 

‘and staff ater only a few 
years of operation. Make 
ra mistake, this was 3 Fi 
nancial decision that is 
inequitable to the histor- 
ic ley Ball community in 
South Memphis" 


especi 


‘As Huffington Post calum- 
nist Peter Greene states 
In america’, Charter 
Schools Have 6 Conn 
‘ent Problem, "Just goo- 
fle ‘charter school closes unexpectedly” and 
atch the stories pile up” Greene continues, 
“This seems tobe a feature of charter school. 
Ing that comes as shock and surprise to pat- 
‘ents, suspect that's because one ofthe mast 
basic things we expect fram a school, partic: 
ularly one that tries to bill itself as a public 
school as many charters do, is that it will be 
‘around basically forever!* 


Success in the prevalling competitive model 
‘of education depends on many things, but 
fist and foremost, on filing encallment goals. 
IW founders are struggling to keep the school 
afloat, tis in thei narrow seltnterestto keep 
Staff and families in the dark lest they leave 
the school, thus accelerating and ensuring its 
‘downfall The promises made to families are 
broken with tle natice-mid-year,attheend 
‘ofthe year, of ust days before re-opening. 


‘The cost of those broken promises is acutely 
Felthy the students who are displaced. School 
ability, especially during the school year, 


este Pome: 


‘The cost of those broken 
promises is acutely felt 
by the students who are 
displaced. School mobility, 
ly during the 


‘school year, is associated 
with lower levels of 
achievement, increases in 
‘suspensions and higher 
dropout rates. 


ls associated with lower levels of achieve. 
ment", increases in suspensions" and higher 
‘dropout rates" 


And the pain of broken 
promises is not equally 
shared. Children of color 
‘and those fram the most 
impoverished homes are 
most likely tobe hurt. 


Based on 2000-2012 data 
from the CCD, an analysis 
‘bythe National Education 
‘Association (NEA) deter. 
mined that 52 percent of 
students displaced by charter closings receive 
free or reduced-price lunch.® According to 
the NEA Charter Taskfree, "Charter closures 
hit students of calor disproportinately, and 
hardest. Nearly haf (45 percent) of students 
whose charter schools clased between 2000 
and 2012 were African American, though AE 
rican Americans comprised less than 30 per- 
cent of students enrolled in charter schools 
during thattimeperiod.” Wesetautto further 
explore these inequalities, 


QUANTIFYING THE DISPLACEMENT 


One way of measuring the burdenon students 
and families that occurs when charters clase 
Is to determine how many students were en- 
rolled in charters that shut down, That mea- 
surement is somewhat complicated, 


Should itbe the first-year enrollment, the av- 
erage enrollment, or the enrollment in the 
year before the school clased? For example, 


‘one charter school in arizona that opened ter schools immediately before they failed. 
with 122 studentsin 2011 had 21 students the This number does not include those students 


next year and then nev- In schools like Concrete 
er reported enrollment Roses STEM Academy 
insubsequent years, Nearly half (45 percent) of |} that closed prior to ever, 

students whose charter | reporting an enrollment 
We chose to be conse. _ sehools closed between — | umber. Again, our eal- 
vative in our approach 2000 and 2012 were African | culations ate tkely to 
fnd to use the enroll. American, though African | Underestimate the actu. 


‘ment in the year before Americans comprised less | aj number of displaced 
the school closed. As than 30 percent of students | chiidren. 
the example above il enrolled in charter schools 
lustrtes, in which we during that time period. | Thenumberofdisplaced 
designated the number students is not only in- 
of displaced students as creasing with time, but 
Just 2, we may underestimate the numberof Is increasing slightly faster with time (see the 
students displaced since drops in enrollment increasing upward slopein Fig. 7). Iisreason- 
are typical asa school starts ofall. able to assume that if mare current data were 
available, as well a data from 1995-1998, we 
Using our conservative model, we found the would find more than ane million students 
‘number tobestartling, From 1999-2017, mare have been displaced fram closed charter 
than 867,000 students were enrolled in char- schools 
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‘The map below shows 
tributed across 44 U.S, states, the District of 
Columbia and Puerto Rica;* between 1: 
2017. Vermont, Nebraska, North Dakota, 
ta and Montana donot hi 
While Kentucky and Ws 
ia recently passed charter 
ae no charter schools presently in these t 
states 


‘ose charter Schl, United States (1800-207) 


‘The map includes a dot for each closed char: 

ter. An animated version of the map can b 
Inthe animated map, t 
anges for each year from 1999 


to 2017, In dramatic form, the map shows 


the upward march of closed schools and dis 
placed students. All tld, more than 3,700 clo 

re mapped, which were associated 
with more than 867,000 displace 


CHARTER CLOSURES IN THE POOREST 
METROPOLITAN AREAS IN THE UNITED 
‘STATES 


Examining the association between house- 
hald poverty rates and charter closures can 
lluminate whether the closures have a dis- 
parate impact on certain groups of students 
and communities. The animated national 
‘map shows metropolitan areas contain many 
‘charter closures. ut even within metropoli- 
tan areas, charter closures may not affect all 
neighborhoods equally. Da the poorest areas 
‘of the United States disproportionately bear 
the burden of charter closures? 


‘To analyze the relationship between poverty 
and charter closures, we used tract-level pov- 
erty estimates from the US. Census Amer- 
ican Community Survey. A cansus tract is a 
small geographically-bound area created by 
the Census Bureau “to provide a stable set of 
‘geographic units forthe presentation of sta- 
Ustleal data." Such tracts caver contiguous 
areas and vary in physical size depending on 
population density. Census tractevel esti- 
‘matesarehelpfulin determining how poverty 
‘s dispersed across communities. 


We selected three of the poorest cities in the 
United States that have a mature charter 


sector and a substantial number of charter 
schools and charter elosures—Detrolt, Michi- 
gan; Tucson, arizona; and Milwaukee, Wiscan- 
sin, We thet 


Retrieved poverty data for each tract from 
the US. Census; 

Geacoded charter closure locations; 
Geocoded City Hallsto use asa proxy for 
each city's center, 

Selected the census tracts within 20 
miles radius ofeach City Hall, 
Determined the number of epen charter 
schoolsin each of the focal census tracts; 
Plotted maps and reviewed the relation- 
ship between poverty and closure loca- 
tions; 

Created cross-tabulations of the poverty 
level and charter closures and calculated 
closure rates fr each poverty level. 


‘The three maps below show ll charter school 
closures between 1999-2017 as black and 
white dots. The colored polygons represent 
three economic levels of hausehold pover- 
ty (les than 20 percent, 20-30 percent, and 
greater than 30 percent foreach census tract 
For each metropolitan area, we describe the 
‘observed relationship between closure and 
poverty, as well as provide insight into why 
these schools closed, 


DETROIT, MICHIGAN 


According to the 2017 census, 345 percent 
‘ofall Detrait residents have incomes below 
the poverty line. For children, the rate is 
much higher—a8 percent live in poverty. In 
her investigative piece on Michigan charters 
in The New York Times entitled A Sea of Ce 

fer School in Detroit Leaves Students 

Kate Zernike observed, 
promise of charter schools 23 years ago, bet- 
ting big that choice and competition would 


Census Tact Map -Detrlt 


Improve public schools. It gat competition, 
and ehaos"* 


Zernike explained that charters in the city, 
the majority of which are run by for-profit 
management companies, quickly expanded 
‘as those management companies became 
“a major lobbying force” Between 1998 and 
2015, 245 charter schools opened in the met- 
topolitan Detroit area that we explored. One 
hundred sit of those schools (43 percent) had 
closed by 2017 


rote Promiat: i hrte Seha 


And those closures add to the startlingly 
high rates of enrellment instability in Detroit; 
roughly one in three elementary students 
‘changes schools every year. Although 55% of 
the enroliment instability can be attributed to 
{families moving, a good part ofthe blame can 
be attnbuted to school closures and the dis- 
‘appearance ofthe neigh- 

borhood sehool.* 


Both of these high schools 
left their senior class 
stranded as twelfth-graders 
‘searched for a school from 

which to graduat 


As we examined the 
greater Detroit” area, 
‘moving out 20 miles from 
city hall, we found that 
the vast’ majority of the 
charter school closures 
‘were in areas with high rates of poverty Ff. 
‘yeni percent ofthe fallures were located in 
‘tacts with 20 percent or above rates of pover- 
ty, although there were afar greater number 
of tracts with lower levels of poverty 


Because charter schools tend to be more 
prevalentin the poorest sectionsof metropal- 
tan areas, we calculated the rate of closures 
In each poverty group, to measure economic 
inequality in closure rates. 


‘The closure gap remained. The closure rate 
in the most impoverished areas of the city 
was fen percentage points higher than in the 
most affluent tracts (see Table) 


Insome cases, school closures were swift and 
abrupt. Two hundred and three Detroit Delta 
Pregaratory Academy students were stranded 
when that school decided to close with only 
a few days! notice.” University VES Academy 
notified its families that it would shut down 
its high school, keeping anly the lower grades 

‘open, just weeks before 
the school year was to 
start" Both of these 
high schools left their 
senior class strand: 
fed as twelth-graders 
searched for a school 
fram whieh to gradu- 
ate. 


Why did so many of Detroit’ charters fll? To 
determine the reasons for charter failure in 
the Detroit metropolitan area, we consulted 
the st of closed academies compiled by the 
Michigan Department of Education.” 


‘The ple chart on the next page shows the dis- 
tribution of reasons for closure, 


‘The most commonly cited reason was aca- 
demic failure 32 percent), More than ane in 
five failed for multiple reasons that Includ- 
ed financial collapse, mismanagement, and 
fraud. 
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Detroit: Reasons for Charter Closure 
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TUCSON, ARIZONA 


In 2018, rizona had the sth highest gover: 
tate of any state inthe nation.* It was the 
Lith state to allow charter schools, with the 
first schools opening in 1995. And in that rela- 
tively poor state its poorest major city is Tuc- 
son, According tothe 2017 census, mare than 
fone in four Tucson residents lived below the 
poverty line 

Cans Tact Map Tween 


(ur analysis of CCD data found that of 126 
charter schaals within the metropolitan Tue- 
sonarea that opened between 1898 and 2015, 
56 (45 percent) flled by 2017. Tueson is the 
‘only city ofthe three we examined where the 
greatest proportion of closed schools was 
located in tracts with poverty rates below 20 
percent. This is not a surprise. Arizona's lax 
laws and weak oversight combine to make 


charter schools a lucrative business oppor- 


tunity in every community." And, because 
‘Arizonais the only state that allows for-profit 
schools in addition to 

for-profit management 
‘companies, the indus- 
tty also thrives on real 


And, because Arizona is the 
only state that allows for- 
profit schools in addition 


ptt issued by the Center for Education Re- 
form (CER) that provided more information 

regarding the reasons 
charters close by flesh- 
ing out some detail be- 
hind general terms, such 


estate speculation, po- aemismanagement.* 
tentially drawing more _t© for-profit management 

charter schools into €9m™panies, the industry | For example, META 
higher-wealth com. alsothrives on realestate | academy High School, 


munities. f the charter 
fall, the operator gets 
te keep the property 
that was acquired with 


taxdollars fails, the op 


keep the property that was 
‘acquired with tax dollars. 


However, when we 
looked at closure rates 
‘across the three poverty 
‘ups (see Table}, we again found that Tuc- 
son's poorest tracts had similar if not higher 
rates of closures 


‘speculation, potentially 
drawing more charter 
schools in to higher-wealth 
‘communities. f the charter 


‘which was open for only 
fone year, was closed 
according to the State 
Board for “enrollment 
and facilities issues” 
‘Aecording to CER, how- 
‘ever, the reasons fa elo- 
than that. Their eeport 
states closure was due to “non-compliance 
with [the] charter contract, failure to provide 
the required number of days and hours of in- 


tor gets to 


‘lez closure ates by Poverty Level Teson 


Poverty Level _Cosedcnatere 


Why did the Tucson area charter schools 
‘lose? To answer that question, we analyzed 
the data provided by the arizona State Board 
‘of Charter School for schools that closed be- 
‘ween 1999 and 2017 and were included in 
the census tracts we examined above, 


We supplemented that information, which 
‘we found to be incomplete, with a 2011 


este Pome: 


Open charters closure ate 


struction and failure to timely submit aus” 
‘The Star Academy Charter School, which was 
‘open for three year, isnot even listed in the 
Slate Board's database, The school closed, ac- 
cording to CER, because the “director inflated 
ferollment numbers, misused funds for per- 
sonal expenses, and was accused of falifjing 
board minutes: 


‘According ta the documents cited above, the es, no reason for the closure was given, or it 
major reasons that Tucson charter schools was listed as “unknown.” Unknown cases are 
failed included under-enrollment, operator grouped with “other"—those being unusual 
choice, academic, financial, and mismanage- reasons instead of the more typical catego- 
meant (see Fig. 8). Unfortunately, in some cas- ries. 
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MILWAUKEE, WISCONSIN (ur analysis of CCD data shows that of 129 
schools in the greater Milwaukee area that 


‘opened between 1998 and 2015, 72 (60 per- 
cent) flled by 2017. Like Detroit, most char- 
ter failures occurred in high poverty areas—S7 
percent (41 of 72} of charter failures occurred 
In census tracts with poverty rates that ex- 
ceeded 30 percent. 


‘Census data ffom 2017 suggests that Mibwau- 
bee's poverty rate, a 23 percent, is nearly 
‘twice the national rate As in many ofthe 
nation’s poorest cies, the rate for Milwau- 
kee's chldrenis higher—morethan 40 per- 
cent live in households with incomes below 
the poverty line. 


Consus Tact ap Mathes 
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Poverty Level _ Cased Charters 


When we compared the rate of closures across 
the three focal poverty groups, we again ab- 
served a closure gap (see Table 3) 


Like Detroit, the closure rates in the mast 
Impoverished areas of the city exceeded clo- 
sure rates in mare affluent areas. The char- 
ter closure rate was 14 

percentage points high: 
fr in the highoverty 
tracts compared to the 
low-poverty tracts 


Each year, the State of 
Wisconsin publishes a 
charter School Year: 


Like Detroit, the closure 
rates in the most 
impoverished areas of the 
city exceeded closure rates 
in more affluent areas. 
‘The charter closure rate 
was 14 percentage points 


pen charters _casure Rate 


a private school, a program within a public 
school, or a district public school. n some in- 
stances, the district was forced to manage a 
dysfunctional or financially unstable sehool 
when its operators pulled out. Such was the 
case withthe three Universal Academies for 
the College Bound, 


In 2017, during a six. 
month period, a. Phil- 
adelphia-nonprofit, 
charter management 
company founded by 
music producer Ken- 
ry Gamble, called Uni 
versal Companies, no- 


book. It provides infor- higher inthe high-poverty | fog the mihvaukee 
mation on active char. WaetScomparedtothelow: | sao) pjstrict that it 
poverty tracts. 


ters, as well as those 
that have closed, includ 
ing a detailed descrip 
tion ofthe reasons for closure, Using the 2019 
‘yearbook. we categorized the listed reasons 
{or charter school closures to repart out the 
‘most common reasons. 


‘over one-third of the closures occurred due 
to poor academic performance or a lack of 
sufficient enrollment. In 14 percentof the clo- 
sures, the school voluntarily, or through man- 
date, abandoned charter status and became 


was no longer interest: 
fd in running Universal 
‘Academies for the Col- 
lege Bound,” All three schools were returned 
te the Milwaukee School Distriet to run and 
‘manage, along with the financial debt they 
left behing. 


12019, evidence revealed that former Mil: 
Waukee School District Board President Mi- 
cael Bonds was getting kickbacks in return 
for voting ta benefit Universal Companies." 
Employees had created fake invoices to pay 
thousands af dollars toa company creat- 


‘edby Bonds. Asthe chain's Philadelphia _‘There sno public record or news report that 
‘schools ran inte financial ficulties, former we could fing that describes what happened 
‘CEO Rahim islam began to expand in Wiscon- tothe students wha attended these three 
sin, allagedly bribine Bonds tatake actions tumultuous schools, 

that would allow Universal to defer payment 

‘of 1 milion itowed to Milwaukee Public 

Schools.” 


gure 1. fansos fr hare Cas inwauhoe 


Milwaukee: Reasons for Charter Closure 


1 Academic Failure 
Low Enrollment 

= Financial 

= Multiple 

© OtherLinknown 


Status Change 


HOW MUCH DOES ACCOUNTABILITY HAVE TO DO WITH 
CHARTER CLOSURES? 
he grand bargain of charter schools is that i schools do nat perform academi- 
aly they lest down, However, ther sno alonal database a wacks 
whether schools are shut down by their authorizers or shut their doors because 
they cannot continue to aperate, 


‘The charter renewal process the primary vehicle to implement accountability. 
‘The most common length of the contract Is five years. A few states have a first 
renewal period as short as three years, Nevertheless other states allow renewal 
terms tobe ten years or more. 


cording to the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools; 
+ Charter contract in Utah never expire, 


+ Michigan allows authorizersto determine the renewal process, as does Ohio, 
In the case of Oho, there are triggers that mandate the clasing ofthe schoo. 


+ Arizona and Arkansas allow for twenty-year charter renewals. 
+ Florida, the District of Columbia, and Maine permit fiteen-year renewals. 

+ Twelve states nat least some cases, allow the renewal period to be ten years. 
Given that the majority of fallues occur in the fist four years, itis doubtful that 


‘non-renewal ea significant factor in charter closures, We call on each state to an- 
‘ually report all charter failures along with specific reasons for the closure. While 
some states such as Wisconsin do an outstanding job, mast states report tle or 
‘nodata about why charter schools lose, Anational database thatllsts the school, 
its operators, charter management company, and the reason could prevent flled 
‘operators from opening charter schoolsin other states, 


rates across states aswell 


COMPARING CLOSURE RATES ACROSS 


‘STATES 


‘The national and city maps above tll a story 
of closures across the United States and inthe 
poorest nelghborhaads in three of America’s 
poorest cities. ut because states set educa- 
tion policy, inluding charter school legsta- 
tion and regulation, we examined the closure 


To analyze variation in closure rates, we fo- 
cused on rates at the fve and ten-year mack 
In states that had opened a minimum of 200 
charter schools in the respective time frame. 
Eight states met those criteria forthe ten-year 
time frame (1998-2007): Arizona, California, 
Florida, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, Texas, 
and Wisconsin, For each of the ten cohorts, 


we identified the schools that subsequently 
closed in ten or fewer years, 


Wisconsin had the high: 
‘est closure rate—55 per 
‘ent. Of the 288 schools 
that opened during that 
decade, 159 closed by 
thei ten-year mark. Ar 


‘These states make up more 
‘than half of the nation's 
students displaced by 
charter closures. Closures 
between 1998 and 2017 


states met the 200-school threshold for inelu- 
slon—Colorado and New York. 


Wisconsin once again 
topped the list with 35 
percent of its charter 
Echols closing within 
five years. Arizona again 
took second place at 


lzona opened 659 char displaced more than 32 percent and Florida 
ter schools. Of those, $04,000 students in these | third place with 28 per- 
216 closed within ten ten states. cent. At the five-year 


years of opening, yield 
ing a closure rate of 48 
percent. Flarida and Michigan closure rates 
‘also exceeded 40 percent. Minnesota had the 
lowest closure ateamang the eight states, 35 
percent. 


At the five-year benchmatk, which includes 
‘ahorts from 1998 te 2012, twa addtional 


mark, Colorado had the 
lowest rate (14 percent) 
ofthe ten focal states, 


‘These states make up more than half of the 
nation’s students displaced by charter clo- 
sures. Closures between 1998 and 2017 dis- 
placed more than 504,000 students in these 
ten states 


‘gare 1. Charter Fares ers US. tte: Teno Fawer Years 


Charter Failure Rate: Ten or Fewer Years 
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Charter Failure Rate: Five or Fewer Years 


‘The charter churn the analysis illuminated 
was far more extensive than we had antici- 
pated. The enormity of charter fallure (50 per- 
‘ent by year 15) has been largely masked by 
theaccelerated pace ofnew charters opening 
‘The narrative of charter advocates highlights 
the number of newly opened schools." This, 
along with increased enrallment in schools, 
are charter proponents! measures ofthe sec- 
tor's success, 


However, increases in openingscorrelatewith 
increases in closures. Although there is lag 
time, 0 percent ofthe charters that opened, 
inallthe cohorts with 15 years of data, failed. 
{And wien that failure occurred, whether itbe 
in the school's ist year or its fifteenth year, 
kids, families and staf paid the price. 


‘Anew charter does net pop up next door to 
take the displaced students and thelr teach- 
ers. As explained in the narratives included 


In this report, parents are often left seram- 
bling to find a school in far les time than a 
new school could open. And if ther choice is 
another charter sehool, they may meet with 
the reality that only four states (Connecticut, 
Georgia, Idaho, and Massachusetts) require 
that charter schools admit new students mid 
year” 


‘Therefore, the burden of a charter's closure 
‘more often falls upon the local public school, 
which finds itself with an unexpected influxof 
students whose charter had falled or pushed 
them out. Schools can't adequately plan for 
staffing, materials, and falities when there is 
no way of knowing when or ifa nearby charter 
school might put 50 or 100 kids on the street 
(ona Friday, knowing that the public school is 
‘obligated to encll them an Manday morning. 


‘Such was the cate In California, as students 


fled the LivermoreValley Charter School amid 


scandal and ultimate closure." The district 
‘not only was forced to hie staff rapidly but 
leven to open a closed building on short no- 
tice, This kind of last minute pursult of new 
resources by school districts is likely to harm 
the district's ability to produce a stable and 
high-quality educational experience for its 
children. 


Although the burden of finding anew school 
falls squarely on the parents’ shoulders, mast 
chatter advocates argue that charter closure 
‘snot a bad thing. They 

bolieve that charter 
‘churn wl ultimately re 
sult in an improved see: 
tor of schools. However, 
there is seant evidence 
that charter schooling 
hhas improved much 
during its three-decade 
experiment, Regardless, 
1t is doubtul that the 
neatly one milion chil 
dren displaced by shut 
tered charter schools 
Would agree that small 
gains in narrow mea- 
sures of school quality like standardized test 
scores are worth the distuption in relation- 
ships with classmates, teachers, and staf. 


For every child, their charter school's closure 
‘represents a braken promise. Fr every child, 
Whether her school closure is due to misman: 
agement, poor academies, or competition 
fram a newer, better marketed school that 
‘opened down the block, the closure of that 
school shatters relationships and trust. The 
‘dea that the charter school experiment will 
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For every child, their charter 
‘school's closure represents. 
‘a broken promi 
every child, whether her 
‘school closure is due to 
mismanagement, poor 
academics, or competition 
from a newer, better- 
marketed school that 
‘opened down the block, 
the closure of that schoo! 
shatters relationships and. 
‘trust. 


treat families as “valued customers" is ren- 
dered meaningless when the school closes 
its doors and ceases to exit. In addition, as 
Wwe have demonstrated in this report, those 
closures are happening inthe neighborhoods 
where America’s most marginalized children 
live 


Atthe same time, the answer isnot to contin. 
tue to pump money from public schools into 
‘mismanaged ar unpopular charter schools to 
keep them afloat. The charter model was ere- 

ated on the premise that 
the freematket and free- 
dom fram regulations 
combined with some 
measure of account 
ability would determine 
a charter school’s fat, 
That & the grand bar. 
fain of charter schools, 
Closure ie baked into 
the model. The question 
then becomes, is this 
Darwinian model one 
that we should continue 
toexpand? 


. For 


Until this report, there was a lack of informa- 
tion on just how bad the ate of allure is. The 
accelerated rate of openings masked the fal- 
Ure rate, hiding fram the public eye just how 
Uundependable the charter sectoris. 


‘The findings ofthis report also support those 
of our two 2019 reports an the U.S, Depart- 
‘ment of Education's Charter Schools Program, 
Which estimated that ane billion dallars af 
federal money had been invested in charters 
that never opened or failed. 


Rather than reducing the burden on taxpay- 
‘ers as charter proponents have claimed, new 
peerreviewedstudiesarefindingthatthecast 
‘of charter schools increases that burden! 

“Texas on average, by §1500 a student * Both 


segregation of more academically prepared 
students fram thase who are not. 


‘The Black Lives Matter collective almost im 
mediately joined the call fora charter mor- 


that study, as well asa 
study of North Carolina 
charter schools, con- 
cluded thaton average, 
charter schools receive 
‘more funding than 
‘their distiet counter- 
parts." Ata time when 
public school funding 
‘may be slashed due 
to a severe econom 
Je downturn, i is in- 
ccumbent that we ask 
Whether we can afford 
to expand an expen 
‘ive, parallel school sector with a failure rate 
that, overtime, results in one af every two 
schools falling. 


f 


MOVING FORWARD 


Inthe fall of 2016, the NAACP passed ares 
Lon ealing for a moratorium on new charter 
Schools until significant reforms are enact- 
ed." Thatresolutionealledforinereasesin ac. 
countabllty and transparency. It demanded 
that funds notbe diverted from publie schools 
to pay for charter schools. It also called for 
charterschaol to stop student expulsion and 
to-address theirole in perpetuating de-facto 


Ata time when public 
school funding may be 
slashed due to a severe 
;conomic downtur 
incumbent that we ask 
whether we can afford 
to expand an expensive, 
parallel school sector with a 
rate that, over time, 


results in one of every two 
schools failing. 


‘atorium.* Its platferm 
supported increased 
community control of 
public schools and an 
fend to school privatiza- 


itis | tion 


Nearly four years have 
passed, and the reforms 
the NAACP demanded 
have not happened. Time 
and again, the charter 
sector has lobbied suc- 
cessfully to block need- 
fed reforms” and instead 
demanded additional privileges (such a, 
most recently, access to funding provided by 
the COVID pandemic reli programs such as 
those administered by the Small Business Ad- 
ministration)” Meanwhile, scandals assoc 
‘ated with charter schools are well-document= 
eae 


Now i the time to embrace and support our 
public schools in neighborhoods decimated 
bby COVID and reeling from the brutality of rac- 
sm and bias. Rather than continue to divert 
money to expand failing reforms, let's invest 
In community sehools that are reliable cen- 
ters of support and community voice.” 


Weare proud to publish the most comprehen- 
sive report to date on the extent and eects 
‘of charter closures and the resultant churn 
‘Thereisstil much, however, thatis unknown. 
Research is needed ta better understand the 
reasons, costs, harms, and inequalities as- 
sociated with the high rate of closed charter 
schools, Below are our recommendations: 


+ Create a federal database that tracks 
reasons for each charter closure in the 
United States, Although we know that 
‘charters close at high rates, there isnot a 
‘comprehensive understanding of the rea- 
‘sons why charters close. Same states list 
reasons for charter closure and only 2 few 
‘organizations release occasional reports” 
‘The US. Department of Education should 
require states to report, in a systematic 
‘way, the reasons schools close. Adding 
datapoints to the CCD would further our 
Understanding and allow researchers to 


evaluate state policies based on the re- 
ported data, 


Better examine the kinds and quantities 
‘of costs, disruptions and harms on stu 
dents in districts caused by charters clo: 
sures. Costs incurred by parents may be 
financial, such as purchasing uniforms or 
paying for additional transportation, Dis- 
Tuptions to students include the severing 
of relationships with teachers, staff and 
classmates. The likelinoad of academic 
disruptions, when sequences of curricula 
are broken, increases with closures and 
charter churn. At the system level, espe- 
cially when closures happen mid-year and 
a district unexpectedly receives an influx 
of students, public schools may become 
‘ver crovided and clas sizes may rise. F- 
rally, startinga school andclosingaschool 
Is likly to also incur costs associated with 
faclities, planning, and hiring above what 


‘would exist if schools were stable. Data 
that tracks costs and harms of charter clo- 
sures are necessary for a comprehensive 
‘accounting of chur, 


+ Systematically investigate the misman- 
‘agement, misdeeds, and illegal activi- 
tes that some charter operators engage 
Jn before closure. Charter scandals are 
documented in numerous news reports 
‘and the Network for Public Education has 
‘collated information as part of the #An- 
‘otherDavAnotherCharterScandal effor.™ 
But to our knosvledge, no state or the Fed- 
‘eral government has a unit dedicated to 
investigating wrongdoing associated with 
charter closures. The potential financial 
self-dealing and fraud in many of these 
‘cases is complex and could benefit from 
‘thorough esearch or even dedicated and 
knowledgeable investigative unit. This re- 
search could result npelicy decisions that 


reduce such instances, thereby reducing 
charter closures 


‘charter School. The CCD includes a code for charter status. We used the definition provided 
by National Center for Education Statistics (NCES): "A school providing fre public elementary 
andor secondary education to eligible students under a specific charter granted by the state 
legislature or other appropriate authority, and designated by such authority tobe a charter 
school” 


Enrollment. The number of students in a school as of October 1st. The guidance from NCES 
to schools is to collect enrollment an or as clase to October 1 as possible. The CCD reports, 
“Membership isthe count of students enrolled an October 1 of aschool year” 


‘Open and closed status. Our analysis considered a charter to be open when it first enrolls 
students and closed when tna longer reports enrollment. Charter schools were alsa listed as, 
closed i they converted to public schaols—in ather wards, they closed asa charter. Conver: 
sions were identified by changes in charter status acrass the years. For example, i a school 
was coded as a charter in Year T, then nat a charter in Year T +X, then it was identified as a 
converted school. 


School We used school IDs (SCHID) assigned by the US. Department af Education anda state 
name to identify and track schools across time, as recommended by NCES for longitudinal 
analysis. SCHIDs remain constant when the LEAs affiliated with the charter schools change, 
hile the NCESSCH can vary in this type of situation. SCHIDs are made avallable within the 
ceo, 


Year. Opening and closing years are determined by enrollment on October Ist. Therefore, an 
‘pen year of 2015 means that the charter school frst reported enrollment on Octaber 1st af 
2015. fthat same school reported no enrollment as of October 1st of 2016, then its reported 
‘as closed in 2016. This example school would have been in operation for 1 year 


‘To begin the analysis, t was necessary to 
identify all charter schools and when schools 
‘opened and closed, For this purpose, we re 
viewed more than 2 milion records in the 
US. Department of Education's Common 
Core of Data (CCD). The CCD isthe mast com- 
prehensive and rigorously collected database 
‘of public elementary and secondary school 
information in the United States, including 
Puerta Rica. CCD annual submissions for each 
year between 1987 and 2017 were download- 
‘ed and combined. Data before 1998 were ex. 
cluded, because charter school status was 
nat reported in the CCD before that year. The 
last year of data examined was 2017, the most 
recent available at the time of analysis 


‘There are several ways to identify schools 
inthe CCD. We used school 1Ds (SCHID) as- 
signed by the U.S. Department of Education, 
‘combined with astateD (equivalentto FIPS), 
to identify and track schools across time, as 


recommended by NCES for longitudinal anal 
ysis. SCHIDs remain constant when the LEAS 
afliated with charter sehools change, while 
the NCESSCH can vary inthis type of situa- 
tion. SCHIDs are made avallable within the 
CCD. Analyses conducted using the NCESSCH 
‘umber did not change the trends identified 
with the SCHID, 


We used the charter status of schools pravid- 
fed in the CCD, cleaning as needed. Nate that 
charter schools that lost or relinquished char 
ter status and became district publi schools 
Were included in tallies of closed charter 
schools. We identified slightly more than 600 
schools that converted from charter schools 
ta district public schools. 


We used the most meaningful indicator of 
school open/close status we could find—en- 
rollment numbers. The CCD's designation 
ff school status (open, closed, new, future, 


changed agency, ete) was sometimes mis: 
leading from the perspective of school clo- 
sure. We found schools designated as “open” 
for several years only to disappear from the 
dataset without ever showing any enrolled 
students. Because no opening year could be 
identified for this set of schools, they were 
‘excluded from the numerator and denomi- 
nator in the closure rates. By not including 
those schools, we eliminated the possibility 
‘of counting schools as closed when in fact 
they never opened at al, 


‘There were $84 schools listed inthe CCD 
‘as charters that never reported enrolling 
Students. Based on the data avallable in 

the CCD, we eannot know how many ofthe 
'584 schools opened and clased before the 
‘October 1st enrollment reporting date, as did 
‘Concrete Roses STEM Academy in Charlatte, 
mentioned earlier inthis report. In eases 

like this, we may have undercounted closed 
schools and the numberof displaced stu- 
dents 


‘The geocoded latitude and longitude data 
came primarily from the CCD. When schools 
were missing latitude and longitude values, 
the location address was geocaded viaa Goo 
gle Maps API. The poverty data, including 
household counts of poverty and shapefiles 
for tracts, come from the U.S. Census 


Asample ofschools was checkedby searching 
the internet in order to validate our pracesses 
‘as we refined them and to clarify the status of 
some schools with incomplete data, 


In sum, we analyzed the data using unique 
state and federal identification numbers and 
ferollment figures. We labeled schools as 
‘open the first year the school showed enrall- 
ment. I the schoal showed no enrallment in 
subsequent years, the school was designated 
as closed, 


Data tables for the 3,5. 10., and 15-year cohort closure rates are provided below, 


“ible charter Fate Rates, 2-year Corte 


“ble charter Faure Rate, year Cohorts 


cohort___Mumberingshart__Numberclsed__ Proportion clesed 
‘bla charter Faure Rte,1-enCohrts 
cohort __Numberincobert __Mumberclased __Properton Closed 
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